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Karnati Lakshmi Narasaiah 


From my dateless Diary 

“Chatla Sreer amulet, b.com., b.d.l. (London) 
Stage Director, Andhra University, Waltair, 


TT was early fifties- Velidandla 
A Hamimantharaya Grandhalayam 
was the venue- the night of the 
premiere of ‘KAALA RATRP written 
by Prakhya Sreerama Murthy and 
directed by Late«K. Venkateswara Rao* 
A great movie star also was to take 
birth with this production. I was play¬ 
ing a supporting role in the play. Earlier 
I had received a pat in the back by 
late Dr. Raja Rao after my “Dean 
Martin - Jerry Lewis” Style perfor¬ 
mance in combination with Prasad in 
Dr. Gangadhara Rao’s “PELLI 
CHOOPULU” and was offered a role 
in “KAALA RATRI” by its Director. 
It was my first ever opportunity to 
work with them. As soon as the per¬ 
formance was over, Karnati Lakshsml- 
narasaiah, one of the very few actors 
I adore and who was my matinee idol 
walked to me straight ignoring the 
play wri'ght, the Star- Director and 
other participants like Nirmala and 
Ramana Mur thy- shook hands with 
me- embarrassed me by introducing 
himself (embarrassment for a I dared 
not approaching him after seeing, his 
star performances lest I might be 
thrown a slithering glance by such a 
stalwart of an actor) and said that 
1 did a very clean job as a support¬ 
ing actor. I stared at him disbeliev- 
mgly for I did not realise the process 


of my moulding myself to suit the 
tunes of the character was so meticu¬ 
lous and. graphic. Discerning the 
disbelief and even before 1 could utter 
a word, Laksfaminarasaiah went on 
explaining to me at length as to what 
I did to step into the shoes of the 
character and proved to me beyond 
reasonable doubt his straight 
jacket quality of liking the best 
and disliking the medicore. Perhaps 
this incident was the root cause for me 
to continue in theatre as a devoted 
theatre man for over two decades and 
accept the Commission as Stage 
Director of Andhra University shunning 
my job on the Railways. 

CUT TO FLASH BACK : 

Let me. go back a decade* 

There were three main sources 
through which the present momentum 
in the Telugu Theatre emanated. 
While the experimental theatre wing 
of Andhra University under the 
headship of K. V. Gopalaswamy built 
theatreawareness among student 
community and Andhra Nat aka Kala 
Parishath under the President of M. R. 
Appa Rao had started giving the 
needed fillip to the amateur talent in 
the state- it was Praja Natya Mandali 



with giants like iate Dr. Raja Rao 
behind it, catered to the needs of the 
masses through its performing arts. 
The performance of Lakshmi Narasaiah 
as MANGALI RAMUDU in ‘MAA 
BHUMI* three and a half decades ago 
had left an everlasting impression on 
me as a boy. Eversince, he was my 
mr.se and my inspiration as an artiste. 
In those good old days we had no 
tea ;hers to teach us drama and Theatre. 
Nor Directors to mould ns into actors. 
It was out and out actor-oriented 
Theatre. As such it had become 
indispensable to learn things by 
watching other eminent.actors' perfor¬ 
mances. Those who studied the spirit 
with which the great actors approached 
their roles lasted long and those who 
had tried to ape them became flatte¬ 
ned ballons in no time. It was my 
keen interest to know as to how actors 
like Lakshminarasaiah studied their ro¬ 
les of course without personally approa¬ 
ching them. Perhaps it was due to 
the fact that I was quite shy and 
unassuming in those days. 

No one knew that Karnati (I am 
sure I will be forgiven for the 
liberties I take with him- not only 
by him but also by all his friends, 
admirers and disciples for what I do) 
was a teacher teaching Urdu in 
Reddygudem of Khammam District 
before turning a full time artiste. He 
had his education in Khammam 
High School. Had not Late Dr. Raja 
Rao seen Karnati in the Play 
‘MUNDADUGU* playing the HERO 
Narayana Rao's role in Dendukuru 
Village of Madhira Taluk and 
appreciated his. performance and draf¬ 
ted him into Praja Natya Mandali, 
we might have lost a war m the 
theatre. The war fighting to build 


audience for the Telugu Theatre. 
Karnati's performance as MANGALI 
RAMUDU in 6 MAA BHUMP made 
that great stalwart. Late Koduru 
Achaiah Chowdary give up his role 
in favour of Karnati in the play 
‘BRATUKU TERUVUN 

Karnati is a MASTER OF ALL 
THEATRE FORMS and JACK OF 
NONE. He was equally at ease in 
any form of theatre. His proficiency 
in the folk forms is unparallelled in 
the theatre history of recent times, 
Kis Versatality in the folk forms 
GOLLA SUDDULU, CHENCHULU, 
JAMUKULA KATHA, BURRA 
KATHA, VEEDHIBPIAGAVATHAM, 
BHAJANALU, KOLAATAALU 
FAKEERU and many more will be 
dead and gone if an organisation like 
Sangeeta Nataka Akademi does not 
come forward to record and preserve 
them for the benefit of the posterity. 

Karnati had learnt BURRA 
KATHA from Machineni Venkateswara 
Rao- a one time greact actor- now 
turned to be a big name in the 
Insurance business and JAMUKULA 
KATHA from Mikkilineni Radha- 
krishna Mur thy, the one and only 
historian of the Telugu Theatre 
Personal. Both Machineni and 
Mikkilineni were very proud when 
their disciple turned to be greater 
than his masters in the arts. 

The banning of Praja Natya 
Mandali led to the launching of a 
theatre unit- Andhra Art Theatre 
which was to become the future 
hope of theatre movement. It was 
founded by Krlthiventi Kutumba Rao 
as the cultural wing of Velidandla 
Hanumantharaya Grandhalayam of 
Vijayawada. The pillars of this 
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theatre unit were Karnati, Machineni, 
Mikkiiineni, M. V. Satyanarayana, 
Y. V. Raju and Raghavapurapu Appa 
Rao as far as 1 knew. This repertory 
gave a minimum of 3 shows a month 
under this banner and the productions 
included ALLI MUTHA, JEEVITHA 
PADHAM, JEEHA GAADU, NE- 
PADHYAM and NETI NATUDU. 

Then came Atreya’s EENAADU 
which took the Teliigu Theatre going 
audience by a storm. B. Gopalam 
sprang up as a great music Director 
with this play. Pnhigundala Rama- 
krishnayya's TUFA AN, a plavlet in 
which Karnati participated as the lead 
character RAGHAVAREDDY with 
€. Nagabhtishanam and late Chadala- 
vada Kotumba Rao as his support¬ 
ing cast was performed more than a 
couple of hundred times all over 
Andhra. This shows what popularity 
Karnati brought to the theatre move¬ 
ment, In later years Late K. Venka¬ 
teswara Rao tookup this playlet in¬ 
spired by KarnatPs performance and 
made history in his own inimitable 
style. 

Then came another noteworthy 
turn in KarnatPs career as Burra 
Katha artiste, Kis collaboration with 
Nazar and more than a thousand 
performances brought this folk form 
nation wide ■ reputation. Theatre 
luminaries like Balwanth Gargi and 
Adya Raigacharya counting on Burra- 
katha as Andhra's most revered tra¬ 
ditional folk form was due to this 
combination perhaps. Karnati was a 
Burrakatha artiste and also Jamukula 
Katha artiste in combination with 
Mikkiiineni and Umamalieswara Rao, 

His performance in EVARU 
DROHI and extempore play wherein 


he answers questions from audience 
was to be the trend setter for the 
art of improvisation and forerunner 
for the various Natyavadhanams now 
conducted throughout the length and 
breadth of the State. His perfor¬ 
mance as the MAD MAN in Atreya's 
PRAGATHI was in par with that 
of any westren actor of that era, 
if not superior. His performance 
in Anisetty's GALIMEDALU and 
MAAVURU was seen by the- then- 
going audience and artistes time and 
again to have a better in sight Into 
the actor in Karnati. While C. Naga- 
bhushanam was 44 Siva Sankaram” 
in MAAVURU, Karnati as “MAHAN- 
KALI” gave a stupendous perfor¬ 
mance. 

Many people do not know that 
late K. Venkateswara Rao had his 
lessons in the art of make up from 
Karnati. I very well remember 
K. Venkateswara Rao confiding with 
his close associates like me about 
his getting lessons from Karnati not 
only in makeup but also in acting. 
In fact Venkateswara Rao treated him 
as Guru. Venkateswara Rao was in¬ 
fluenced by Karnati to a very great 
extent in his.performance of TGOFAN 
and TEA CAPPULO TGOFAN. 

KarnatPs performance in AASAMI, 

' an Andhra Art Theatre’s presen¬ 
tation in Andhra Nataka Kala 
Parishat was responsible for the 
sweet nostalgic memories of those 
days of glory of Praja Natya Man- 
dali. He acted in it with Machi- 
neni, Nazar, Ramakoti and Kopparapu 
Sarojini. The play was in production 
under the supervision .of late Koppa¬ 
rapu Si.bba Rao and bagged the Best 
Production Award at Masulipatnam. 

When Andhra Art Theatre went 
into oblivion and Andhra Praja 
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Natya Mandali came into being Kar- 
nati turned a director for Gogol's 
“Government Inspector" adopted into 
Telugu by Rentala Gopalakrishna as 
ANTHA ”PEDDALE. Vallam Kara- 
simha Rao played hero in this drama. 
This play was performad about 60 
times commercially. Karnati was also 
Director for the plays PRESIDENT 
PATTAYYA and CHAIRMAN each 
of which were staged over 50 times. 
He was the leading actor- manager 
Gidnthv.ri Suryam's MAANAVUDU 
CHIRANJEEVI which was staged over 
300 times. K : s participation in Radio 
plays crossed the century mark long 
long ago. 

To name a few, his other collea¬ 
gues in the theatre were stalwarts 
like late K. V. S. Sarma and late 
Chadalavada Kutumba Rao. 

His contribution to the cause of 
the theatre was endless. Art is 
demanding when it seeks a controlled 
expression of a response to life and 
drama is peculiar in finding its 
expression through the ageney of 
living human beings and their context. 
Drama makes imparallaled demands 
for self-knowledge and self-control in 
those who try to practise it and 
Karnati is perhaps one of the few 
who go by these norms. In a world 
of mad madrush where an 
artiste is not only egotistic and tempe¬ 
ramental but also flippant in 
talk, peevish in behaviour and full of 
inhibitions, Karoati is far above and 
full of inhibitions, Karnati is far 
above and beyond such artistes. He 
doesn't have false prestige hanging 
around him. He is on the constant 
search fot new venues in the field of 
dance, drama and music. 


CUT TO FLASH FORWARD t 

Today Indian theatre is fighting 
with the same problem which America 
faced two decades ago. The problem- 
BUILDING AUDIENCE FOR THE 
AMATEUR THEATRE To . save 
Telugu Theatre from this rut, 
Karnati became 11 years ago 
the Managing Chief Secretary of 
Andhra Nataka Kala Samithi, 
Vijayawada with the co-operation 
and assistance of his close friends, 
well-wishers and members of the 
Samithi. He is also the honorary 
adviser for the drama section of 
Vijayawada Social Club and Literary 
Society. It will be a white lie if 
any one says that a particular actor, 
or theatre unit is not sponsored, by 
Andhra Nataka Kala Samithi. Karnati 
sponsored a drama a month under 
the banner of Andhra Nataka^ Kala 
Samithi. A troupe comprise of 
about 10 artistes on an average. A 
show lasts 2 to 3 hours on an ave¬ 
rage. The Samithi has a thousand- 
strong paying membership. 10 actors 
giving 2 to 3 hours performance a 
month to 1000 audience for 11 years 
is worked out to 39,60,000 man hours 
involvement in pure theatre owing to 
Karnrti. This is no mean accomplish¬ 
ment. If one says so, it is nothing 
but self deceit. 

Karnati does all this to our theatre 
anticipating no rhetoric and monu¬ 
ment in return. In spite ot it we 
must think of the most fitting tribute 
for him. What could it be to honour 
a one man institution that is Karnati 
Lakshmi Narasaiah? 

Long Live Karnati Lakshmi 
Narasaiah and long live his self-less 
sacrifice for the cause of the Telugu 
Theatre. 

★★ 
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5. cSSs«5"- 


An Actor is a Thing at which the 

Masses gaze at with childish amuse¬ 
ment and awe, and for intellectuals he 
is a c Thing* on the dissection table. 
Hence the Actor tends to play mostly 
to the Masses-and Art becomes Dirt, 
crang) rStfeo. 
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Dedicated to the stage 

P. S. RAO 


‘Art is long and time is fleeting’, 
said the poet. But a lifelong 
votary of art, in quest of new 
horizons, takes Time by the forelock. 
In his endless pursuit he absorbs 
many new trends, as Art is not 
constrained by rigidity, and always 
strives to improve himself. A keen 
eye, self criticism, receptivity and 
freedom from insularity should be 
his attributes. 

Mr. Karnati Lakshminarasayya, the 
well-known stage . actor, who has 
dedicated a major part of his life — 
nearly two-thirds of his 50-year 
age — to the Andhra stage, possess:s 
all the qualities of a devoted artiste, 
whose organisational skill and zeal 
have not blunted with passage^ of 
time. He can very well be described 
as a people’s artiste, since he earn¬ 
estly believes in the concept of ‘Art 
for people’s sake’ and, that all true 
art is purposeful and must create 
social awareness. 

The career-graph of Mr. Lakshmi¬ 
narasayya is even and not undulating. 
From teaching in a shod to aiting 
on stage is a far cry but for him it 
had been a simple change-over. He 
attracted attention with the hero's 
role in ‘Mundadugu’, staged by Praja 
Natya Mandaii in early forties. The 
late stage veteran Dr. Raja Rao was 
greatly impressed by it and took 
Lakshminarasayya under his wing. 
From that day onwards there had 
been no looking back; the theatre had 


been and is his all-consuming passion- 
Stalwarts like Kodurupati Achayya 
and Perumallu inculcated in him a 
dis ipiined approach to stage-craft. 

After making his mark in ..many 
plays like ‘Mabhoomi’. he switched 
over to Andhra Art Theatre, Vijaya¬ 
wada. The score is euvirble and, his. 
roles in dramas like ‘Antaa Peddale’ 
and ‘Neramu-Siksha’ are memorable. 
Very few are aware that he moulded 
the" talent of K. Venkateswara Rao, 
another past stage luminary, in his 
formative period. 

Apart from acting, producing 
dramas, and organising dramatic 
programmes, Lakshminarasayya is 
proficient in many folk-forms like 
‘Rurrakatha’, ‘Jamukulakatha’ and 
‘Golla Sudduln’ which speaks for his 
versatility as a performing artiste. His 
chief asset is his w r elI-modulated voice. 

That neither craze for fame and 
pelf nor a cinema-career could lure 
him is ample testimony to his dedica¬ 
tion to the Telugu theatre and its 
advancement. To all aspiring actors, 
stage enthusiasts and amateur organi¬ 
sations his untiring service, counted 
with unassuming attitude and amiabi¬ 
lity, is worthy of emulation. What 
the Telugu stage-now in doldrums-needs 
ismore men having Lakshminarasayya 
devotion to the art. 

(Ii “INDIAN EXPRESS” Jan. 14, 1977) 
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